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Dirks’ Abraham combines the knowledge of the
Abraham history and tradition as offered by the three
major religions which regard
Abraham as their father in
belief. Drawing information from a wide range
of Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions, Dirks
constructs a chronological biography of Abraham.
Among the sources used are the Hebrew Bible and
the New Testament, the Pseudepigrapha, the Qur’an,
the sayings of Muhammad, and the classic histories
by Josephus and Al-Tabari. Here and there Dirks also
speculates a little about the inner life of Abraham.
The real challenge of Dirks’ undertaking is how to
synthesize Islamic and Judeo-Christian information.
Often these two sources complement each other—
e.g., the Islamic tradition is richer about Abraham’s
life in Mesopotamia, while the Judeo-Christian
tradition elaborates more his life in Palestine—or

they agree in their account. At times, however, these
sources differ, e.g. about the separation of Hagar and
Ishmael, and then Dirks attempts a careful investigation of each tradition’s coherency and historicity, an
attempt which often can be perceived as problematic.
His approach is influenced by his Muslim outlook
(after being an ordained minister he reverted to Islam
in 1993). Dirks accepts the Islamic tradition in the
Qur’an as direct divine revelation and synthesizes all
other information with it. For the information provided by the Torah, Dirks accepts the differentiation
of literary sources of the Torah as supposed by modern historical criticism. This presents a major drawback. Besides valid doubts whether such a hypothesis
of literary sources indeed represents the historical
development of the Torah, it is also clear that Dirks
chooses only one particular kind of this hypothesis
and does not take note of the recent discussions about
it nor of the significant disagreement among critical
scholars themselves.
Dirks’ biography of the historical Abraham is
nevertheless instructive to read. The reader will
get acquainted with a variety of traditions about
Abraham, and since they are well documented
throughout the book, Dirks lays at our fingertips the
life of Abraham as understood in the three religions.

“Terach was a manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere
and left Abraham to sell them in his place.
A man came and wished to buy one idol to worship.
‘How old are you?’ Abraham asked him.
‘Fifty years,’ he replied. ‘You are fifty years old,’ exclaimed Abraham,
‘and you would worship a day-old object?’”
(Genesis Rabbah 38, ch.11.28)
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